From time to time doctors give up their profession in favour of literature. Many examples spring to mind, such as Robert Bridges, Somerset Maugham, A J Cronin, Warwick Deeping and Brett Young. These have been described as 'medical truants', and Nathan Drake is an earlier example of such a doctor whose interests were literary rather than scientific, although he never in fact abandoned the practice of medicine.
time at Edinburgh with pleasure, and one summer he followed in the footsteps of Boswell and Johnson in a tour to the Western Highlands.
In 1790 with a Dr Edward Ash, Drake published a periodical paper The Speculator which appeared twice weekly and ran from March 27 to June 2 -when presumably it expired from the exhaustion of its authors. One of its features was a series of seven essays of critical appreciation of current German literature and drama. In subsequent years Drake reviewed the periodical literature from 1709 to 1809 which reached the rather remarkable total of 214 publications; in this work he claimed that The Speculator was well received and important in drawing the attention of British readers to Klopstock, Wieland and especially Schiller (himself a doctor), the great contemporary German poet and dramatist.
Meanwhile, Drake's younger brother Richard had become apprenticed to a Dr Newall of Colchester in Essex and he suggested to Nathan that opportunities for practice existed in the nearby town of Billericay. Nathan accordingly set up there early in 1790, but this was apparently unsuccessful and he moved to Sudbury later in the same year. Richard Drake later returned to York where he spent his professional life as a general practitioner, dying in 1826. At Sudbury Nathan Drake met Dr Mason Good who had been practising in the town since 1784; Dr Good had keen literary interests and later published a number of books, mostly relating to medical topics and medical history, and he was eventually elected FRS. The two men became firm friends, and this friendship was no doubt a stimulus to Drake's literary activities.
In 1792 Drake moved to Hadleigh in Suffolk to a house, probably No. 54, on the east side of the High Street, where he spent the remaining forty-four years of his life. Mason Good settled in London in 1793, but the two friends carried on a correspondence until the death of Good in 1827.
In the same year, 1792, Drake published a volume of poems; but his next work, a series of essays entitled 'Literary Hours', in one volume, did not appear until 1798. This included Drake's personal contributions to The Speciilator. 'Literary Hours' was subsequently expanded and reached a fourth edition of three volumes in 1820.
In the years 1799-1800 Drake contributed several papers to the Medical and Physical Journal, London, on 'Pulmonary Consumption with particular reference to the value of Digitalis in this condition'. In 1805 he produced 'Essays illustrative of the Tatler, Spectator and Guardian' in three volumes, which reached a second edition in 1812. Volume 1 consisted mainly of biographies of Steele and Addison, and Volume 2 included critical appreciation of Addison's writings, and a resume of Herschel's views on the Milky Way. Volume 3 contained biographical sketches of the occasional correspondents of Steele and Addison (46 in all) including Gay, author of the Beggar's Opera. In 1806 in the Edinburgh Medical and Surgical Journal Drake described 'A singular case of diseased spleen', which was his last publication on a medical topic in his lifetime.
In 1807 he married a Miss Ursula Rouse of Brettenham in Suffolk. The marriage was a happy one and she survived him by fifteen years. Several, probably three, of their children died young and are buried in Hadleigh churchyard, but three survived to adult life. Of these, two wete sons, the elder becoming a clergyman and the younger a doctor, who died at East Bergholt, Suffolk, in 1845. Drake continued in active practice and it was said of him in the Gentleman's Magazine, after his death: 'He was not merely the physician but the sympathizing friend and comforter of his patients. He showed no respect of persons, the rich and poor partaking impartially of his care and assiduity, and to many of the latter his services were gratuitous.'
In 1809 Drake published 'Essays illustrative of the Rambler, Adventurer and Idler and other periodical papers' in two volumes, and in 1811 followed The Gleaner in four volumes. Some of the periodical papers of the time appear to have been slight in character and quite ephemeral, only running to two or three numbers, and they rejoiced in such names as The Growler, The High German Doctor, The British Harlequin and The Tatling Harlot. The Hyp-doctor was described by Drake as a foolish paper and another, The Muses Gazette, as a despicable undertaking.
The essays on the periodical papers contain also interesting brief biographies of many of the literary characters of the eighteenth century, including Dr Johnson and his friend and contemporary Dr Hawkesworth, whom the Government commissioned to write the narrative of Captain Cook's first circumnavigation. Drake tells us that Hawkesworth had previously been known for the piety and morality of his writings, but he was now criticized for the licentiousness and indecency of his description of native customs; which criticism brought him to an early grave. Another forgotten medical author described by Drake is Richard Bathurst MD who attempted unsuccessfully to practise in fashionable London. Dr Johnson, who knew Bathurst well, was greatly put out by his want of success and remarked that 'a physician in a great city seems to be the mere plaything of fortune; his degree of reputation is for the most part totally casual'. Drake tells us that another obstacle to the success of a physician at that time was 'a degrading expectation on the part of the great world that a physician should be indiscriminately obsequious'. A brief biography of that remarkable character, Sir John Hill, is included in these essays. We also read that Sir Joshua Reynolds died with a liver weighing 11 lb.
His Illness
In 1813 Drake suffered an affection of the heart 'of an alarming character' from which it is stated that he only recovered after years of suffering, but following this he experienced no further ill health until that preceding his death twenty-three years later.
Among his papers a full description of his illness was found. It seems this had been written by Drake about 1820 at the request of Dr Mason Good, who intended to publish it in his book 'The Study of Medicine', but it was never included, possibly on account of its length, and there is only a brief and oblique reference to it in Good's book. This account is of much interest because it gives a clinical picture of what might well have been a coronary thrombosis or possibly a ruptured valve, and also because this was followed by a periodic cardiac arrhythmia repeatedly and successfully treated by Cinchona cordifolia. It was not until forty years later, in 1853, that the alkaloid quinidine was isolated from cinchona, and another sixty-one years passed before Wenckebach in 1914 showed that crude quinine could restore normal rhythm in atrial fibrillation. 2Section ofthe History ofMedicine Four years later Von Frey showed that this action was due to quinidine. I now quote from Drake's paper on the subject of his illness: 'Nathan Drake, MD, age 48', he writes, 'of regular and temperate habits, but who had been subject for some time to frequent returns of cardialgia and flatulency, though in every other respect in apparent good health, was about the close of December 1813, seized without any assignable cause, with considerable pain and sensation of heat about the heart, extending towards the sternum and affecting likewise the inner side of the left arm. No difficulty of breathing or tendency to syncope was present, but great languor and sense of anxiety was felt. Pulse slower than usual but regular and somewhat full.' Rhubarb and calomel was taken and an anodyne embrocation used. 'The pain, however', he writes, 'continued constant and unabated in intensity and on the third day ushered in a considerable irregularity of the circulation, the pulse intermitting every 4th stroke and accompanied each time with a painful and thrilling sensation.' On that night 'there was a violent spasm of the heart accompanied by the most hurried and irregular action of the heart'. Ten ounces of blood were taken from the arm and a large blister applied over the heart: 'relief was experienced even while the blood was flowing.' This spasm recurred on the two following nights and was relieved by the same treatment and no further similar attacks occurred, 'but the circulation remained very irregular, not from palpitation but solely from intermission which was still painful and thrilling'.
Sir Lachlan Maclean, who practised at Sudbury and had been a fellow student of Drake's at Edinburgh, was called in and advised the mercurial pill with aloes, an aloetic pill and a mixture containing camphor, ether and subcarbonate of soda which was changed a few days later to a mixture with myrrh and nitric acid; 'the intermission, however, continuing unabated, he, Dr Drake, determined to have recourse to the stronger antispasmodics and tried, but without much benefit, large doses of valerian and assafcetida. Opiates were found occasionally necessary to procure sleep and a growing pain of the heart being constantly present guiacum and Dover's powder with calomel were exhibited'. At this stage Drake had clearly taken his treatment into his own hands. During the next eight weeks he applied ten blisters to the precordium. Four months after the first attack some cardiac pain was still present and the heart intermitted every fourth or fifth stroke but he was able to exercise on horseback for several miles daily. He now decided that the intermission of the pulse was due to 'a debility of the muscular fibre of the heart, originating perhaps from a sympathy with a morbid state of the stomach' and for this he took subcarbonate of iron and tincture of hyoscyamus. After six weeks the pulse intermission ceased for a week but then recurred, being uninfluenced by further similar treatment. I quote again from his account: 'He now therefore dropped the Iron and began the Cinchona cordifolia in doses of a drachm, at first twice, and then thrice a day. In a week after this change of plan the pulse again became regular and continued so while taking the bark. The intermission returned, however, on leaving it off but was subsequently removed on every resumption of the same medicine in about three or four days after recommencing it. In this manner did he persist for nearly five years in taking the bark for three or four weeks at a time and then intermitting it for a fortnight and sometimes longer ... and for the last two years the pain has seldom recurred and the pulse with few exceptions, and those evidently occasioned by cold or indigestion, has been regular.' By the autumn of 1814 Drake was walking 3 to 4 miles a day and he finally went to Harwich, and to use his own words: 'after using the tepid baths for a time, he ventured into the open sea and bathed every other morning for about five weeks with decided advantage.'
It is worth noting that although William Withering had described the beneficial action of digitalis on dropsy and on the pulse in 1785, and Drake himself, as we have seen, had written on its value in consumption, he never used it to treat his own cardiac condition. But we can now fairly claim that he was exactly a hundred years ahead of Wenckebach in discovering the effect of crude quinine on the heart rhythm.
After his recovery Drake continued his literary activities and between 1817 and 1828 he published works on 'Shakespeare and his times', 'Winter Nights', 'Evenings in Autumn' and 'Mornings in Spring' in two volumes, wnich contained a biographical sketch of Dr Mason Good. These were all in essay form and were followed by 'Memorials of Shakespeare', considered his most important work.
His writing was highly thought of at the time, although now forgotten. The Gentleman's Magazine described his essays as 'being pleasing and elegant in style, evincing no inconsiderable delicacy and discrimination of taste, unvarying kindness of heart and purity of moral feeling'.
The great national and international events of the time, the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars, passed him by, and he was content to live the life of a country practitioner, and to write pleasingly on aspects of the works of writers of the past.
In April 1836 Drake was stricken with a severe illness whose nature is not clear, and after lingering for seven weeks died peacefully on June 7, 1836, in his 71st year. He was buried in Hadleigh Churchyard where his tomb can still be seen near the south porch. Twenty-five-line obituaries, in identical terms, were published in the Ipswich Journal and in the Su.folk Chronicle of June 11, and the Bury & Norwich Post of June 15. At his death Drake left an unfinished work 'The Harp of Judah', a selected metrical version of the Psalms with copious notes and illustrations. This was published in 1837 by his son, the Rev N R Drake, then curate of Earls Colne in Essex.
In his will made some years previously he left his estate of Sowerby Park, Thirsk, Yorkshire, to his wife, but although he had lived in Hadleigh for so long, he left no property there.
The best account of Drake's life appeared in the Transactions of the Provintcial Medical and Surgical Association by an anonymous author in 1839. This contained in full his paper on his illness and so revealed to the medical world the action of Cinchona cordifolia on the hearta discovery which was completely ignored.
It is of interest that the senior secretary of the Provincial Medical and Surgical Association at this time was Charles Hastings MD, Physician to the Worcester Infirmary, and later founder of the British Medical Association and that the Transactions later developed into the British Medical Journal.
In the 1850s the Suffolk Chronicle published a series of articles under the heading of 'Suffolk worthies aad persons of note in East Anglia', and No. 35 described Nathan Drake. The author, who adopted the pseudonym of Silverpen, had some pungent views about medical education which he expressed as follows in relation to Drake's Edinburgh training: 'We frequentlyfind persons strongly prejudiced against a Scotch medical diploma. There is no ground for this antipathy. Some of our greatest medical celebrities have graduate.d at Edinburgh. Until within a few years no one could become a Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians unless he had graduated at Oxford, Cambridge or Dublin, the two first being without exception the worst medical schools in Europe.'
Silverpen ended his obituary as follows: 'In Drake, strong intellectual powers were combined with uncommon devoutness of heart. His ruling principle was love of God displayed in a warm and disinterested love of man. He was an attached and zealous member of the Church of England, but his judgment of those who differed from him on theological matters was uniformly candid and generous, and he retained no unkind sentiments against those from whom he had experienced undeserved treatment. His life was a beautiful illustration of a better and a wiser spirit, and an instructive example to the members of that profession of which he was so long a member.'
